isasters have significant psychological effects on individuals and communities. Public health and safety first responders such as community workers, fire and rescue, police, health care and mortuary affairs workers, and others play a critical role in disaster response and planning. Owing to their unique roles, responsibilities, and exposures, first responders are vulnerable to the adverse psychological effects of disasters.
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isasters have significant psychological effects on individuals and communities. Public health and safety first responders such as community workers, fire and rescue, police, health care and mortuary affairs workers, and others play a critical role in disaster response and planning. Owing to their unique roles, responsibilities, and exposures, first responders are vulnerable to the adverse psychological effects of disasters. 1 Ongoing and unique exposures, secondary traumatization, and the potential to be both victim and service provider in the wake of disasters create unique stressors for this population. 2 First responders exposed to disasters experience distress reactions, engage in health risk behaviors, and develop mental health disorders often at high rates. 3 First responders frequently have increased rates of alcohol use and intimate partner conflict as well as major depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 4 In addition, first responders may be particularly vulnerable to the stigma associated with the use of mental health care and other help-seeking behaviors.
The article by Loo and colleagues 5 in this issue of the journal identifies the association of avoidant coping and risk for PTSD in first responders. Identifying responders at greatest risk for adverse effects and maladjustment can allow interventions to be more effectively tailored with the goals of enhancing performance and reducing the adverse effects of traumatic stress exposure. Expert guidelines have been offered as a means to standardize interventions in the treatment of PTSD in first responders. 6 First responders also benefit from pre-disaster training that reduces the risk of injury and decreases fear associated with novelty. In addition, resilience training to increase comfort with their roles, improve understanding of the psychological effects of stress, and enhance help-seeking behaviors may benefit health and early care seeking. 7 Consistently, research suggests that social support is important to health protection and recovery from the stress of disasters. Recently, findings suggest that the cohesion and strength of community in which disaster workers live may also reduce the frequency of major depression and posttraumatic stress for first responders.
